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Introduction
Hamlet's 'To be, or not to be' soliloquy is one of the best known and most minutely scrutinized passages in all of English literature. In spite of its iconic familiarity, however, or perhaps precisely because of it, an important element in this soliloquy has managed to go unnoticed: namely, that its vision of the afterlife is informed by a particular doctrine of Christian eschatology, and moreover, one condemned as unsound by the Church of England Reformed orthodoxy of Shakespeare's (1564 Shakespeare's ( -1616 day. The doctrine in question is that of soul-sleep: the belief that on being detached from the human body at death, the soul assumes an unconscious state, usually described as 'sleep' or a sleep-like torpor, in which it remains until reawakened at the last judgment. Although condemned by mainstream Protestant thinking, soul-sleeping maintained a degree of presence among dissident groups and individuals in Shakespeare's England, and was presented in numerous contemporary publications as a serious and widespread threat to the orthodox Christian faith. It would, therefore, have been familiar to anyone with a reasonable grasp of the religious controversies of the day, and references or allusions to the doctrine in imaginative literature and drama would not have fallen on deaf ears. 'To be, or not to be' is a case in point. Once recognized to be informed by the soulsleeping eschatology, the soliloquy takes on a very different outlook, with important implications for our broader understanding of the religious subtext of the play. As further discussed below, the doctrine's presence is particularly explicit in the Q1 version, describing how one is 'awaked' from the 'dream of death' to be 'borne before an everlasting judge ' (Q1, 7.118-9) , but is also detectable in the canonical Q2/F text, where the 'sleep of death' may be interrupted by such 'dreams' as 'must give … pause' to one's scruples (Q2/F, 3.1.73-5).
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Although the former is easily misinterpreted as presenting an orthodox vision of the afterlife, and the latter as denying its existence altogether, both these received views disperse once the prince's words are seen in the light of this eschatological heterodoxy. They are given detailed attention in the second half of this article, following a survey of the presence and status of soul-sleeping in sixteenth-and early seventeenth-century England, indicating the context for this hitherto overlooked reference to the doctrine in Hamlet. 
Soul-sleeping in Shakespeare's England
According to traditional Roman Catholic belief, the human soul was immortal and maintained a continued conscious existence after its separation from the body at death, arriving immediately to one of five places or states in the afterlife, to abide there until the general resurrection: heaven, hell, purgatory, the limbo of the fathers (emptied during Christ's 'harrowing of hell'), and the limbo of unbaptized infants. For some three centuries leading up to the Reformation, purgatory had played a key role. This is where the majority of 1 Unless otherwise noted, Shakespeare's works are cited parenthetically from Shakespeare, The Complete Works, with the exception of Hamlet, cited from the three-text edition by Thompson and Taylor in Shakespeare, Hamlet, and Shakespeare, Hamlet: The Texts of 1603 and 1623. The three early texts are designated by the abbreviations Q1 ('First Quarto,' 1603), Q2 ('Second Quarto,' 1604-05), and F ('Folio,' 1623) ; as the differences between Q2 and F versions of the soliloquy are insignificant for the present argument, I will be quoting Q2 but designating such quotations as 'Q2/F.' Christian believers-those who had not committed any great sins, but were not entirely free of lesser ones either-could hope to find themselves, and from where, having atoned for these lesser sins, they would be admitted into heaven. Mainstream Protestants eliminated purgatory and the limbos but retained the rest of this traditional scheme: separated from the body, the immortal soul assumed immediate conscious existence in either heaven or hell.
This was both the stated opinion of the most prominent English divines and the view most readily adopted in the popular imagination of Shakespeare's day. William Perkins's (1558 Perkins's ( -1602 influential Golden Chaine, the first edition of which appeared around the time Shakespeare was beginning his career in London, affords a good example of the former. 'The death of the Elect,' Perkins writes, is but a sleepe in Christ, whereby the body and soule is severed. The body, that after corruption it may rise to greater glorie. The soule, that it being fully sanctified, may immediatlye, after departure from the bodye, be transported in the kingdome of heauen . . . . Soules being once in heaven, remaine there till the last day of iudgement, where they partly magnifie the Name of God, and partly doe waite, and praye for the consummation of the kingdome of glorie, and full felicitie in body and soule . . . . The death of the Reprobate, is a separation of the body and the soule: of the bodie, that for a time it may lie dead in the earth: of the soule, that it may feele the torments of hell, euen vntill the time of the last iudgement: at which time the whole man shall be cast into the most terrible and fearefull fire of hell.
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The more popular reflection of this scheme may be illustrated from the anonymous satirical pamphlet, Tarltons Newes out of Purgatorie, where the Devil assumes the form of the celebrated clown and comedian Richard Tarlton (d.1588), and attempts to convince the anonymous narrator that he is Tarlton's ghost, returned to this world from purgatory. 4 The narrator's response, however, is soundly orthodox:
Ghost thou art none, but a very divel (for the soules of them which are departed) if the sacred principles of Theologie bee true) never returne into the world againe till the generall resurrection: for either are they placst in heaven, from whence they come not to intangle themselves with other cares, but sit continually before the seate of the Needless to say, the weight of such authorities does not prevail with the Protestant narrator, who can 'but smile at the madde merry doctrine of my friend Richard.' Souls go to either heaven or hell, and they do so immediately after their separation from the bodies. These are 'conclusive premises,' drawn from 'sacred principles.'
This same rigid binarism, however, which made the scheme so effective in combating purgatory and the rest of the traditional eschatology, raised problems at more sophisticated levels of theological analysis. If souls went 'immediatlye' and 'post haste' to either heaven or hell, then what precisely was the point of the last judgment? The Bible taught of a great reckoning that would take place at the end of days, but if the dead were already saved or damned, then what was there to reckon? Surely no clerical errors were to be expected when the books of life and death were opened before the great white throne. This problem in fact applied to the traditional eschatology as well, since the souls in purgatory, in spite of undergoing their punishments, were essentially saved, although here there would at least be a definite progression from the intermediate to the final state. But if the souls were, to all intents and purposes, already judged, and would remain where they already were, then how was the last judgment anything more than 'a kind of eschatological rubber-stamping'? The doctrine of soul-sleeping, adopted by a minority of Protestants on the Continent as well as in England, was one of the attempted solutions to this problem. 6 In the literature, this doctrine is referred to as 'psychopannychism, ' 'psychosomnolence,' or 'hypnopsychism,' and is usually subsumed under the heading of 'mortalism,' of which two further variants are then distinguished: 'thnetopsychism,' according to which the soul temporarily dies with the body until both are resurrected at the last judgment, and still more radically, 'annihilationism,' denying the resurrection of the body as well as of the personal soul and allowing only impersonal immortality, the restoration of the life essence to its divine source.
Although not without rationale-all three doctrines depart from the orthodox teaching on the soul-the grouping is problematic. In accepting it, modern scholars really accept a polemical strategy adopted early on by the opponents of these perceived heresies, which obscures fundamental differences between the three positions. 7 The received terminology is also fraught with inconsistencies and I will avoid it wherever possible, denoting the doctrine reflected in Hamlet's words (unconscious existence of the immortal personal soul between death and the last judgment) by the self-explanatory term 'soul-sleeping.'
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As the mildest of the three heresies, soul-sleeping fulfilled some of the same tasks as the more radical alternatives: it dispensed with purgatory, affirmed the importance of the last judgment, and accommodated biblical passages which seemed to deny conscious postmortem existence. Unlike them, however, it preserved the continued immortality of the personal soul. Thei which saie, that the soulles of such as departe hens doe sleepe, being without al sence, fealing, or perceiuing, vntil the daie of iudgement, or affirme that the soulles die with the bodies, and at the laste daie shalbe raised vp with thesame, doe vtterlie dissent from the right beliefe declared to vs in holie Scripture.
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Alien from Roman Catholic no less than orthodox Protestant doctrine, soul-sleeping continued to be condemned under Mary I (1516-1558). Refutations appeared in works of repatriated Roman Catholic divines and people were burnt at the stake for believing that 'the soules departed do straightwayes go to heauen or to hell, or els do sleep till the day of dome, so that there is no place of purgation at all.'
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The doctrine is not explicitly condemned in the Thirty-Nine Articles (1571), which some have suggested to indicate that it was no longer considered a serious threat. 'Anxieties about the issue were receding in the second half of the sixteenth century,' Peter Marshall writes, 'though a number of authors of death treatises and funeral sermons continued to take side-swipes at the "sleepy-heads. authority, and could be safely defused as indifferent. Logically, the doctrine made sense and the stakes were not that high anyway; but logic, it would seem, had little to do with it. To begin with, soul-sleeping was often guilty by association. The distinction between this and the more radical 'mortalist' heresies, which truly denied the immortality of the soul, was well-established in advanced controversy on these matters, yet in most other contexts, deliberately or not, the soul-sleepers were more likely to be lumped together with the soulbutchers than given a hearing in their own right. The doctrine was also difficult to reconcile with such biblical passages, among others, as the account of the rich man and Lazarus (Lk.
16:25), Christ's promise to the thief later in the same gospel, 'to day shal thou be with me in Mephistopheles says that 'Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed / In one self place,' this may reflect a spiritualizing 'reformation of hell' underway at this date, yet the image that captured the popular imagination was still that of a horned and cloven-hoofed monster rising from that most crudely local of all hells, the one beneath the boards of Elizabethan and Jacobean stages. 32 The same had been the case with purgatory: although now abolished, it too had been, at least in the popular understanding, an imaginable, describable place. By contrast, the soul-sleepers wanted to retain an intermediate state, but could give virtually no positive account of it: it was definitely not purgatory, but what it definitely was, no one could say.
When the fate of their immortal souls was at stake, such a doctrine-'Uvhat god doeth with them, y t shall we know when we come to them'-was a risk most Protestants were simply not willing to take.
Still, the doctrine was not wholly banished to the wilderness of the radicals. If in popular Protestant accounts souls went 'post haste' to heaven or hell, detailed commentary by orthodox authorities often gives a more nuanced picture. It seems significant, for example, that in the Institutes, Calvin refutes those who deny the immortality of the soul and those who deny the resurrection of the body, but does not explicitly refute soul-sleeping: 31 Luther, An Exposition, T7v. impression one takes away from these controversies as they stood around 1600 is that the appearance of confidence on the part of orthodoxy is really symptomatic of a profound concern over this matter. As with Augustine and time, it seems everyone knew where souls went and what they did there, as long as no one asked them about it.
Soul-sleeping in 'Hamlet'
With this background in mind, let us now return to Hamlet, and let us begin by establishing our own set of adiaphora. For the present argument, it is ultimately irrelevant, although not uninteresting, at what point 'To be, not to be' takes place, or whether it is about suicide or homicide, or both; either is a mortal sin, and Hamlet is considering his prospects in the afterlife were he to commit such a sin. Still more interesting, but also ultimately indifferent, is the textual question; none of the competing theories about the relations between the three early texts materially alters the conclusions reached below. Nor do these conclusions, in themselves, encourage or discourage any particular comprehensive reading of Hamlet, except one that would deny or radically downplay the religious element in the play. That this is a play pervaded by religious sentiments in general, and specific points of religious doctrine and controversy in particular, is the only thing we need to agree on-how precisely these are to be taken, and what they contribute to the broader movement of the play, are questions left to our individual interpretive consciences.
With this in mind, let us now finally turn to the soliloquy, beginning with its noncanonical, Q1 variant. 'To be, or not to be,' asks the prince of Denmark, -ay, there's the point.
To die, to sleep-is that all? Ay, all.
No, to sleep, to dream-ay, marry, there it goes, For in that dream of death, when we're awaked And borne before an everlasting judge From whence no passenger ever returned-
The undiscovered country, at whose sight
The happy smile and the accursed damned.
But for this, the joyful hope of this, Who'd bear the scorns and flattery of the worldScorned by the rich, the rich cursed of the poor,
The widow being oppressed, the orphan wronged, It has long been noted that Q1 presents us with an explicitly Christian account of the afterlife, but it must now be further specified that this account is not only Christian, but that it is heterodoxly Christian, endorsing the eschatological doctrine of soul-sleeping. 'Sleep' is of course a conventional metaphor for death, and numerous examples of such usage are found elsewhere in Shakespeare's works. 38 Here, however, we are dealing with more than metaphor, and with a view of the afterlife which emphatically does not 'clearly [operate] within the conventional categories of Christian eschatology.' 39 To say that 'To die' is 'to sleep' is one thing, but to go beyond this, to describe the afterlife as the 'dream of death' from which one is 'awaked' to be 'borne before an everlasting judge,' is as precise a description of soul-sleeping as any encountered in the non-fictional literature surveyed above.
It cannot be overemphasized that in the orthodox view souls are supposed to assume immediate and conscious existence in either heaven or hell. Both Hamlet's failure to say anything like this, and what he actually says instead, depart strikingly from this view.
That the afterlife is an 'undiscovered country,' and that only once 'awaked' from the 'dream of death' are we to be afforded our first 'sight' of it, makes sense only if one's soul is not already, and consciously, there. This also elucidates the textual crux in line 7.121, 'The happy smile and the accursed damned':
But for this, the joyful hope of this, Who'd bear the scorns and flattery of the world
Thompson and Taylor attempt no emendation, but note that 'The sense requires us to understand "are damned."' The unemended syntax can hardly bear such a reading, but even if it could, the line simply makes no sense if read in this way. Why would the 'accursed' be 'damned' at the 'sight' of the 'undiscovered country'? The unemended reading makes good sense, however, if 'the accursed damned' is taken as a noun phrase: i.e. if 'damned' is taken as a noun rather than a verb, 'accursed' as an adjective, and 'and' as having a non-contrastive rather than contrastive function ('The happy smile as well as the accursed damned' rather than 'The happy smile whereas the accursed [are] damned'). Such a reading makes perfect sense in a soul-sleeping eschatology, where the resurrected dead, although predestined for either salvation or damnation, would not yet know, in the interval between waking and the last judgment, which would be their lot. During this interval, both the 'happy' and the 'damned' can thus still 'smile' alike at their first 'sight' of the 'undiscovered country' and the 'joyful hope' of salvation. (Note that 'this' in 7.122-'But for this, the joyful hope of this'-must refer to salvation alone, rather than both salvation and damnation, for any 'hope' of the latter cannot be 'joyful.') So construed, the passage is not only grammatical but in fact conjures an image of great poignancy. Waked from their age-long sleep, and 'smiling' in their 'joyful hope,' the resurrected dead are 'borne' to judgment, but while the 'happy' among them will continue to smile, the smiles of the 'accursed damned' would soon be exchanged for the weeping and gnashing of teeth.
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40 At least two biblical passages made clear that, at this point, the damned would not yet know they were damned. See Luke 13: 26-8: 'Then shall ye begin to say, Wee haue eaten and drunke in thy prese[n]ce, and thou hast taught in our streates. / But hee shall say, I tell you, I knowe you not whence ye are: depart from mee, all ye workers of iniquitie. / There shalbe weeping and gnashing of teeth, when ye shal see Abraha [m] and Isaac, and Iacob, and all the Prophets in the kingdome of God, and your selues thrust out at dores.' Cf. Matthew 7:21-3.
Admittedly, Q2 and F are less explicit in this place, which enabled the late nineteenthcentury rise of the once dominant and still influential agnostic reading of the soliloquy, which sees Hamlet as doubting the particulars or even the entire prospect of the afterlife. 41 More recently, the pendulum has swung back towards a religious reading, yet it remains very easy for modern readers to overlook the potential presence of a heterodox and now obscure doctrine like soul-sleeping. 42 Nevertheless, the words of the Q2/F Hamlet can still be construed as endorsing the doctrine:
To be, or not to be-that is the question;
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles
And by opposing end them; to die: to sleep- Again, we are always to keep in mind that the orthodox view assumes immediate conscious existence of the soul once parted from the body. We find not a word in the canonical version of the soliloquy that reflects this orthodox view, and what we do find points to varying degrees of heterodoxy. The commonplace sleep-death metaphor works in an orthodox context as long as it does not draw attention to itself, yet Hamlet's procedure is precisely to defamiliarize this metaphor. When he first utters the words 'to die: to sleep,' the reader has no reason to suspect anything out of the ordinary:
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles 43 It was presumably Shakespeare's invention to make Hamlet and Horatio students at the University of Wittenberg, a fact stressed repeatedly in the second scene of the play (1.2.112-19, 164-68) , in which the audience first encounters the prince. which 'may come'-along with the fact that these are such 'dreams' as 'Must give us pause,'
'respect,' and 'dread'-it seems most plausible that they are to be metaphorically identified with the last judgment and its aftermath, and that they thus restate the more explicit account of soul-sleeping eschatology in Q1. Hamlet is not entirely assured in the existence of an afterlife: the 'dreams may' or may not 'come.' But if there is an afterlife, it is, in both Q1 and Q2/F versions, the afterlife of the soul-sleepers rather than orthodox believers. Modern readers should not be misled by the fact that the prince's thoughts border on unbelief. They do, but that is precisely the point: the sleepers saw themselves as pious Christians, but their opponents relentlessly misrepresented them as denying the immortality of the soul and consequently bordering on atheism. 'To be, or not to be' dramatizes this polemical and satirical agenda, presenting Hamlet as engaged in a dangerous bout of theological bargaining, from which he comes out evading the ultimate pitfalls of atheism or annihilationism, but in the process reveals himself as subscribing to what was in orthodox eyes only a slightly less damning heresy.
It is worth noting here that soul-sleeping is associated with religious despair and suicide in at least two other important early-modern works. The first is Matteo Gribaldi's (c.1505 Gribaldi's (c. -1564 The rationale behind the association of soul-sleeping with suicidal despair in these texts is that the doctrine-again, according to the hostile misinterpretation propagated by its opponents-would be very tempting to those suffering from this condition. If only death was 44 Gribaldi and Calvin, A Notable Epistle, D2r-v. 45 Spenser, The Faerie Queene, 1.9.27-54. 46 The use of 'soule' is striking and although he does not pursue it further, Hamilton actually remarks, in the commentary on these lines in his edition of Spenser's poem (see n. 45), that 'Unless soule refers to the whole person, Despaire rejects the distinction made in the burial service in the BCP: the soul is taken by God, the body is committed to the ground.' (The caveat is in fact inconsequential: even if 'soule' referred to both body and soul, this would still constitute soul-sleeping.) Hamilton also describes the whole passage as Spenser's 'allegorical version of Hamlet's soliloquy, "To be, or not to be,"' but does not further develop this either. The similarities are briefly noted Watkins, Shakespeare and Spenser, 74, and Potts, Shakespeare and 'The Faerie Queene,' 141-2, who points out the parallels at 1.9.40.8-9 and 1.9.51-3. That 'Shakespeare read Spenser with some care' is now well-established; see Lethbridge, Shakespeare and Spenser, 2. nothing more than sleep; if only one could suffer a moment's pain to be released from all pain forever. This is exactly the tortured train of Hamlet's thoughts in both Q1 and Q2/F as he momentarily considers, but almost immediately rejects the possibility. He had already stated explicitly (in Q2/F, 1.2.132) that the religious 'canon 'gainst self-slaughter' is the only thing preventing him from taking his life. This established, 'To be, or not to be' can now revisit this sentiment in more dynamic and dramatically effective terms, presenting us not only with the general idea, but also the thought-process behind it (the soliloquy need not be viewed as solely about suicide, of course, but neither should suicide be excluded from any reading of the soliloquy as a more general meditation on life and death).
Before moving on to conclusions, a few tentative remarks about the textual problem.
As noted above, this is not of decisive importance to the present argument, but the differences between the variants of the soliloquy and other comparable places certainly raise some interesting questions. Besides 'To be, or not to be,' there is at least one other and well-known instance where Q1 gives a more explicitly religious reading than Q2/F, namely Hamlet's appeal to 'predestinate' (Q1, 17.45) as opposed to 'special providence ' (Q2/F, 5.2.197-8 England polemics of the period. More specifically, I believe that the play utilizes the PuritanPapist topos operative in such polemics, equating the 'Puritan' and the 'Papist' as the twin enemies of the moderate English Protestant. Hamlet's anxious acceptance of soul-sleeping, a doctrine related primarily to nonconformist groups and individuals, adds to the store of his 'Puritan' associations and lends further support to this view, which should be given sustained attention in future work on the play. More broadly, the identification of each such reference and allusion refines our understanding of how these dramatic and literary devices were deployed, how they combined into more comprehensive topical and allegorical subtexts, how these subtexts interacted with the principal dramatic action, and how, ultimately, the English 49 Spalding, Elizabethan Demonology, 53-61. 50 Greenblatt, Hamlet in Purgatory, 239-44. More recently, see inter al. McCoy, Faith in Shakespeare, xii: 'Shakespeare's ambiguous presentation of the ghost in Hamlet . . . reflects the ambivalent quality of faith in Shakespeare's plays'; Kastan, A Will to Believe, 135, 141-3: Hamlet is 'intensely saturated with religious language, religious practices, and religious ideas, but their presence neither exhausts nor explains the play's mysteries'; Loewenstein and Witmore, Shakespeare and Early Modern Religion, 2: the 'religious ambiguity or tension dramatized in Hamlet' is representative of the manner in which 'Shakespeare's plays give dramatic, imaginative, and provocative expression to diverse early-modern religious perspectives and faiths-some of them contradictory, paradoxical, and dissonant-without resolving them.'
